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Vocabulary is a prerequisite for learners to have a good command of a second 
language (L2). Learner’s dictionary plays an important role in the acquisition of second 
language vocabulary since it is a kind of reference work about words and the 
information of words from various aspects. Besides, studies have shown that semantic 
relations have a positive correlation with the enlargement and improvement of second 
language vocabulary. Such emphasis on semantic links suggests the use of semantic 
field-based presentation methods in learner’s dictionaries. However, dictionaries 
traditionally do not attach much importance to semantic cross-references. The semantic 
relations between words existing in natural language are fractured in traditional 
learner’s dictionaries by alphabetization. Therefore, learner’s dictionaries need to find 
ways to incorporate more information on semantic links.  
The introduction of cross-reference is to reestablish such semantic relations in 
learner’s dictionaries so as to make sure that their users can make full use of them to 
improve second language vocabulary acquisition. Since a natural language constitutes a 
complex network where individual words and concepts are interrelated in ways that 
exhibit order and sense relations, it is of great significance to represent these sense 
relations. Cross-references are extensively used in learner’s dictionaries, but so far, the 
question of how to make cross-references in such dictionaries has remained a largely 
untouched subject in lexicography. In the hope of filling this gap, the present paper, 
drawing on theories of mental lexicon and semantic field, sets out to explore how to 
represent in learner’s dictionaries the semantic correlations among lexical units of 
natural language through cross-references. According to semantic field theory, at least a 
large part of the vocabulary of a language, if not the vocabulary as a whole, are 
organized in terms of smaller sets of lexical items (lexical fields) which share a 
common meaning. Studies on how vocabulary is stored and developed in learner’s 














interconnected elements. Words are stored in human brains in the forms of semantic 
network, far from the way they are listed alphabetically in learner’s dictionaries.  
The present paper explores four main semantic relations underlying cross-references, 
i.e. synonymy, antonymy, hyponymy, and meronymy. Special attention is paid to the 
cultural information carried in cross-references and also to the cross-references for 
idioms. Some suggestions for better cross-reference are proposed after a close 
examination of three popular learner’s dictionaries. Hopefully the study will shed some 
light on the research and compilation of learner’s dictionaries.  
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